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TRANSLATION AND BORROWING OF ACRONYMS: MAIN TRENDS 
Felix Rodriguez Gonzalez 
The main source of 'double acronyms' in the majority of languages is translation. When deal-
ing with a concept or organization of foreign origin, one normally expects it to adopt a single 
acronym form, either through the translation of its underlying phrase or through the direct 
borrowing of the alien form (e. g. LP, VHS as borrowed from English). In practice however, 
language use is not free from inconsistencies or fluctuations of various kinds. The object of 
the present paper is to explain the conditions which account for the major patterns involved 
as well as the resulting vacillations. Although the data collected come basically from Spanish, 
an account of the phenomenon as it appears in other languages is also given. 
1. The translation or borrowing of an acronym can be accounted for in purely linguistic 
terms (nature of the noun, common or proper; length of the underlying phrase and of the 
acronym form; degree of similarity to the source language) or extralinguistically (nature and 
function of the institution the acronym represents; degree of familiarization with the source 
phrase, etc.). 
When acronyms designate important and influential bodies, and when the underlying 
phrases are widely known in the speaker's language and are composed of words in general use, 
they are mostly translated (1 a CEE, CECA, ONU, GrAN). Similar reasons lead to the transla-
tion of the names of countries (EE.UU., URSS, G.B. for Great Britain, or R.u. for United 
Kingdom, RAU for United Arab Republic, a name formerly used for Egypt). 
This tendency is readily noticeable also in other languages: in French or Italian, as in 
Spanish, one says CECA (Sp. Comunidad europea del carb6n y acero; Fr. Communaute euro-
peen ne du charbon et de I'acier; It. Comunita europea del carbone e delI'acciao), in German 
and Dutch EGKS (Europaische Gemeinschaft fiir Kohle und Stahl; Europese Gemeenschap 
voor Kolen en Staal), in Danish EKDF (Det europaeiske Kulog Stalfaellesskab). Likewise Rus-
sian SSSR (Sojuz Sovetskij Sotsjalisti"ceskij Respublik) is USSR (Union of Socialist and Soviet 
Republics) in English, UdSSR (Union der Sozialistischen Sowjetrepubliken) in German, URSS 
(Union des republiques socialistes sovietiques) in French. 
On the contrary, when one deals with less important although more specialized bodies or 
organizations, international communication often favours the use of the original acronym 
(English or French, predominantly) as a kind of common code. Thus acronyms like AEEF 
(Association europeenne des explotations frigorifiques), AFG (Association de fabricants de 
glucose de la CEE), CIC (Confederation internationale des cadres), GATT (General Agree-
ment on Tariffs and Trade) are the ones used in the various European Community countries I . 
In a few cases both patterns coexist and compete: on the one hand, each country develops 
a native variant for its internal use; on the other, superimposed on it, a common abbreviative 
symbol - an acronym, or more commonly a shortening - is coined for the purpose of mutual 
understanding, which is readily diffused and generalized through the media. An illustrative 
example is Interpol, an international abbreviation much better known than the respective 
acronyms in French (OIPC, Organisation internationale de la police criminelle) or English 
(ICPO, International Criminal Police Organization), the latter being the form also used in 
German, Italian and Danish. Similar examples are EUROSTAT, also known as OSCE (Office 
statistique des Communautes Europeennes) in French, SOEC (Statistical Office of the Euro-
pean Communities) in English, SAEG (Statistisches Amt der Europaischen Gemeinschaften) 
in German, ISCE (Istituto statistico delle Comunita Europee) in Italian, BSEG (Beaureau voor 
de Statistiek van de Europese Gemeenschal1pen) in Dutch; and LICROSS, which is also called 
LSCR in French (Ligue des Societes de la Croix-Rouge) or Italian (Lega delle Societa della 
Croce Rossa), and LORCS (League of Red Cross Societies) in English and German. 
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The artificial nature of these symbols may even lead to the choice of a single word, which 
has to be strongly evocative; for example HABITAT is in all languages the name used to refer 
to the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements. 
The advantages of these abbreviations over acronyms proper are their euphonic and 
evocative power, and it is on this basis that universality is claimed for them. 
Outside these special cases, the euphonic condition of the acronymic lexeme is also often 
valued, although at an unconscious level, in almost all languages when they adopt a foreign 
form, particularly in the case of very long phrases. Think for example of UNESCO (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization)2 for which the Spaniard Mar-
t inez de Campos (1964) once proposed as translation the acronym OCENU (Organo u. 
Organismo Cultural Econ6mico y Cientifico de las Naciones Unidas), and which would result 
in ONUECC if we were to follow instead the currently common gloss Organizacion de las 
Naciones Unidas para la Educacion, la Ciencia y la Cultura. 
In the face of such long phrases sometimes speakers choose an abbreviated gloss, for exam-
ple UNICEF (United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund) is translated in some 
texts as Fondo u Organizacion de las Naciones Unidas para la lnfancia and not even the 
specialized dictionaries (cf. Martinez de Sousa 1978 and 1984; Alvar y Mir6 1983) contain the 
complete literal translation. In these circumstances the reduced gloss seems right, but that does 
not mean that it has to result in a new acronym form. Such an attempt in French with FESIE 
(Fonds international de secours a l'enfance)3 produced a form which was shorter, more 
euphonic and more transparent than the original but has not been generally adopted. 
In both cases the translators of the acronyms have certainly stuck to linguistic principles 
but their proposals have failed since they have not taken into account the principle of the right 
to coin a new acronym. When dealing with international bodies, only the delegations of the 
respective countries can propose the translation and, where appropriate, the acronym, as Mar-
tinez de Sousa (1984: 41, 42) reminds us. 
When the acronym has an internal use within one particular country and, therefore, has 
a more concrete reference (political parties, police bodies, firms, etc.), general usage tends to 
respect the original form, irrespective of the currency it may enjoy beyond its borders. Thus 
we say the FBI, KGB, CIA, SDP, etc, without a translation, and this applies not only to 
Spanish but to other languages as well. With regards to this. Alfaro (1970: 413) is right in poin-
ting out that there are acronyms such as GOP (Grand Old Party) that have a strictly local 
flavour and are therefore un translatable, but in my opinion he is wrong in rejecting RAF (Royal 
Air Force) in Spanish on the grounds that the natural form of the acronym should be based 
on the order of the initials, the result being then RFA (Real Fuerza Aerea), a solution which 
in any case would be taken as improper given the homonymy produced by the acronym RFA 
(Republica Federal Alemana). 
Occasionally however, there are acronyms (mostly of political parties) that become widely 
known and are difficult to decode in their original forms; in such cases, the journalist, pro-
mpted by explanatory intentions, resorts to loan translation. Thus in English we find BNP 
(Basque Nationalist Party)4 instead of PNV (Partido Nacionalista Vasco); in Rumanian 
PSMS. (Partidul Socialist Muncitoresc Spaniol)s as a translation of PSOE (Partido Socialista 
Obrero Espailol), the ruling party in Spain today; PCUS (Partido Comunista de la Uni6n 
Sovietica) and POUP (Partido Obrero Unificado de Polonia) in peninsular Spanish instead of 
Russian KPSS (Kommunisticeskaja Partija Sovetskogo Soyuza) and Polish PZPR (Polska 
Zjednoczona Robotnicza). Now this practice is not free from inconsistencies that may harm 
the process of communication, especially when dealing with varieties of the same language. 
Thus in Mexican Spanish, instead of IRA (Irish Republican Army), which is the form used 
in Spain, the form ERI was coined (cL Martinez de Sousa 1984: 41)6; and in Cuban Spanish 
we find PSUA (Partido Socialista Unificado de Alemania) 7 to refer to the Sozialislische 
Einheilspartei Deulschlands (SED), which is the form used in Spains. 
NarES AND DISCUSSION 163 
2. Common nouns are ruled by considerations similar to those ruling the names of 
organizations. In the first place, there are concepts which are used internationally though 
instituted simultaneously in each country and these naturally tend to adopt a native acronym 
form without any intervening process of translation as such. Thus value added tax (VAT) is 
taxe sur la valeur ajouree (TVA) in French, impuesto sobre el valor anadido (lVA) in Spanish, 
imposta sui valore aggiunto (lVA) in Italian, imposto sobre 0 valor acrescentado (lVA) in Por-
tuguese, Mehrwertsteuer (MWSt) in German. 
Besides these names there are many others, generally very technical and specialized, which 
take a single acronym form. There are practical reasons for this based on the advantages of 
sharing a code to refer to the same institutions, services, systems, etc., in international com-
munications. Good examples of this are acronyms like ATS (Air Traffic Services), ECU (Euro-
pean Currency Unit), COREU (Reseau telex des correspondants europeens), SI (Systeme inter-
national d'unites), TCV (tarif commun international pour le transport des voyageurs et des 
bagages), TIR (transport international de marchandises pour route), TIF (transit international 
per fer), which in Community circles are the forms utilized in languages as different as French, 
English, Italian, Dutch or Danish. The length of some of these phrases may contribute to some 
extent to the use of a single symbol. 
Similar behaviour is observable with those technical terms which nam'~ objects, gadgets 
or devices which circulate in the form given by their makers; e. g., LP (long playing-record) 
and EP (extended play) in musical jargon, VHS (video home system) and UHF (ultra high fre-
quency) in electronics. The phenomenon is more evident with 'acronyms' stricto sensu 9 like 
laser (light amplification by stimulated emission of radiation), radar (radio detection and rang-
ing), etc. These then are all products launched on the market through Eng!lish acronyms the 
underlying forms of which are not very familiar; as in the case of trade names, what really 
matters is to recall an easily memorizable label and its function, i. e. the object designated. 
A noteworthy group of acronyms, at times overlapping with the previous one, is used to 
refer to the increasing number of concepts that appear in the most diverse fields of science: 
biology, chemistry, medicine, computing science, data processing. Here there are two separate 
tendencies leading to notable inconsistencies. In the first place it is easy to see the convenience 
of using, for example in Spanish, the initials ADN (acido desoxirribonucleico) instead of the 
English DNA (desoxyribonucleic acid) or DGE (derechos especiales de giro) instead of SDR 
(Special Drawing Rights) within a well-established text, as Martinez de Sousa (1984: 42) 
argues. On the other hand, no-one will deny the advantages brought to the international scien-
tific community by adopting a common code, as some scientists and lexicographers have been 
claiming. 
According to Martin-Municio (1986: 108), in the face of the chaos which would result from 
the inversion or alteration of initials belonging to the scientific field, there is no alternative 
to accepting and adopting the acronyms in their original form, which is in any case interna-
tionally established. This seems to be the way the Spanish Royal Academy of Sciences has 
understood the matter when adopting uniformly for its Vocabulary the international version 
of terminology elaborated through acronyms. Similar proposals have been made by some inter-
national scientific organizations such as the Union of Biochemistry (IUB) and the Interna-
tional Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (lUPAC). The argument and the measure gain 
strength from Martin Municio's account of how some authors object to saying DNA (they 
write and say ADN instead) but not to saying ATP (which in Spanish should be ATF), ACTH 
(in Spanish it should be HACT) or VLDL (in Spanish it should be HACT). And the thesis 
is further strengthened by observing the fluctuations that occur even in a newspaper as 
renowned and influential as El Pais 10. 
Similar positions are also taken in French. In 1962 J. C. Sournia (quoted by Poinsotte 
1977: 32), in an article published in Le Concours Medical, said with regard to anglomania: 
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La traduction est egalement necessaire pour les sigles. Alors que nos journaux parlent de 
l'O.M.S. et de l'O.N.U. et non pas de ru.N.O. et du W.H.O., pourqoui avons-nous adopte 
sans barguigner A.C.T.H. et F.S.H.? 
Now, a quarter of a century later, ACTH and FSH form part of the current medical jargon, 
and in view of this we have no alternative but to agree with Martin-Valiquette (1985: 33) that: 
On peut evidemment traduire la FSH par hormone folliculo-stimulante, la TSH par hor-
mone thyrotropique, la GH par hormone de croissance et ainsi de suite, mais, dans un con-
texte oil le sigle s'impose, il faut savoir que FSH et GH son bien ceux utilises en fran9ais 
par rapport il toute tentative de francisation de ces memes sigles. 
In spite of the logic of these countercharges, with which I agree in principle, it does not seem 
as if borrowing in the scientific field is always necessary or desirable, sincle in certain cases this 
would clash with rules of usage which also have their logic. OVNI and SIDA are good examples 
of this. To take the first of these, UFO as well as OVNI are easily pronounced 'acronyms'. The 
almost total displacement of English UFO (Unidentified Flying Object) can be explained if 
one takes into account the popular fascination with objetos volanfes no identi/icados 
(popularly) known before as "flying saucers") and the resulting familiarization with that 
phrase in Spanish. The mark of UFO, has been left, however, on the derivatives uj61ogos, and 
ujologia, which are especially suited for a scientific register and turn out to be more euphonic 
than their native counterparts 'ovnilogia ". This pattern recurs in some humorous nonce-
words like UFesca (in gira UFesca), UFero 12. 
SIDA (sindrome de inmnodeficiencia adcquirida), in its turn, like other technical terms 
of foreign invention, came to the fore in its English form, AIDS (Acquired Immounodeficiency 
Syndrome) 13, and was thus attested repeatedly in the media in the early stages. Soon hesita-
tions between the English and the Spanish form appeared, before SIDA finally prevailed. This 
time the way was easier than in the previous case. On the one hand, the spread of the disease 
and the vast coverage it received, as if it were a plague, introduced the expression and its 
acronym into everyday language; on the other, the English acronym proved appropriate since 
it lacked a natural syllabification and, furthermore, the sequence of its two final initials con-
stituted a phonotactic constraint difficult to overcome (on this point, see Rodriguez Gonzalez 
1982). 
That euphony or sonority is not always decisive is quite evident in the pair IDE/ SDI, where 
the process seems to be reversed. IDE made an early entry in the media as a translation of SDI 
(Strategic Defense Initiative), a technical and euphemistic name with which Reagan's pro-
gramme of the militarization of space was made known. The special 'acronymic' shape of IDE 
in Spanish made the initials easily pronounceable, far from the coldness of the ' initialism' SDI. 
In the end, however, SDI is the form that has prevailed in the national newspaper while IDE 
is only found in provincial dailies 14 and publications of limited readership IS. This can be 
explained if one considers the nature of this acronym, a term from military jargon found 
almost exclusively in journalism, in particular in sections devoted to political information. 
Although the subject of the arms race is no doubt of general interest, it is a highly specialized 
topic followed in detail mostly by a minority or cultivated readership. For the average speaker 
the concept of SDI is better conveyed by the expression guerra de las ga/'axias ("Star Wars") 
which has become very popular and is used in the media as an explanatory paraphrase. 
The last example is indicative of the decisive role which may be played by the lexical fields 
to which acronyms relate, regardless of the formal features that these may show. This fact is 
worth underlining since the lexical fields exhibit varying degrees of translatability, as a quick 
glance at some texts from Spanish scientific publications would show. 
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In the domain of computer sciences, for instance, translation is rare due to the strong mark 
made by English, which causes Spanish people to accept practically all acronyms in their 
original form. The following terms taken from a journal of electronics 16 give good evidence: 
diseno asistido por ordenador (CAD), integraci6n a escala elevada (LSI), circuitos integrados 
para aplicaciones especijicas (ASIC), circuitos inlegrados (IC). The latter also occurs in the 
specialized sections of El Pais Semanal where we also find ordenador personal (PC) 17 and 
disco compacto (or compact disc, CD) 18, which are particularly noticeable given the simple 
structure of the phrases. 
Of the numerous acronyms and abbreviations compiled in the Diccionario McGraw-HiII 
de Computaci6n, only four have in fact been translated into Spanish, namely, conlrol 
automtitico dejrecuencia (CAF), control automtitico de ganancia (CAG), conlrol aulomtilico 
de volumen (CAV), circuito inlegrado (Cl), jrecuencia inlermedia (i - f). If these expressions 
have anything in common it is the presence of words of daily use, in contrast with the markedly 
technical and specialized nature of computer science terminology as a whole. 
This criterion is revealing when one compares the patterns found in areas closely related 
to medicine. If we take our attention to the already cited acronyms DNA (from the field of 
biology), we realize how technical and complex in their morphology they are, as compared to 
expressions like enjermedades de Iransmisi6n sexual (ETS), virus de inmunodejiciencia 
humana (VIH), enjermedad injlamatoria pelvica (IEIP), which belong to the field of 
immunology and are found in specialized journals. 
Moreover, in the light of this, we can now understand the reason why some authors, 
according to Martin-Municio, say ADN (and ARN, we could add) in Spanish, whereas they 
consistently use ATP and ACTH, which are of English origin. If the former and not the latter 
have been turned into Spanish, although with variations, it must be because of their greater 
frequency and memorabiIity (cf. ticido vs. Irijosjalo or hormona; (desoxir)ribonucleico vs 
adenosina or adrenocorlicolr6pica). This would also explain why ADN (and ARN) is the form 
found in school handbooks 19, whereas in University handbooks and texts written for and by 
scientists DNA occurs with a considerable frequency20. The same fact in part helps to answer 
the question asked by Sournia (1962), and referred to earlier, about the reason that led French 
medical language to adopt ACTH and FSH without hesitating, while at the same time OMS 
(Organisation Mondial de la Sante) and not WHO (World Health Organization) was used. 
The existence of two criteria which are so divergent and yet are not always clearly differen-
tiated, or even assumed or formulated, involves a good number of technical acronyms, for 
some time, in vacillations finally resolved in favour of English. In the field of computing 
science the above examples show us the vacillation between the hispanicized acronym Cl (cir-
cuitos integrados), recorded in a dictionary - in itself a somewhat conservative type of work 
- and what appears to be a more frequently used acronym variant, English IC (integrated cir-
cuit), attested in specialized and divulgative publications. Within biology, the fluctuation bet-
ween ADN and DNA also seems to confirm this tendency given that DNA ist the most frequent 
form in scientific circles and has been taken up by mass media as influential as Televisi6n 
Espanola 21 and Ihe Madrid daily El Pais (cf. note 10). In Physics the symbol HP 
(horsepower) prevails, particularly in scientific contexts, over the native variant CV (cabaUos 
de vapor) (cf. Martinenz de Sousa 1983: 37). 
3. The openness of acronyms to translation varies a great deal from one language to 
another and depends on internal and external factors. If in Spanish the native forms SIDA, 
OTAN, OVNI are now established, in German and Italian the reverse happens as witness AIDS, 
NATO, UFO, and also SDI. The noticeable receptiveness towards borrowing from English may 
be understood in German, given the close relationship of the two linguistic systems, but it 
causes surprise in a Romance language like Italian. 
166 IRAL, VOL. XXIX!2, MAY 1991 -
Within the Romance languages the most radical opposition to English comes from French, 
which has traditionally been distinguished by a linguistic nationalism sponsored by official 
institutions 22. Such an attitude explains the fact that in this language the corresponding 
acronyms systematically used are SIDA, OTAN, OVNI, as well as IDS (Initiative de Defense 
Strategie); contrary to Spanish IDE, IDS has a spelling pronunciation, like English SDI. 
However there is little point in this persistence in the face of the unstoppable growth of 
English, which is established as a lingua franca in international relations. Very significant 
examples are the above mentioned FESI, CDM (Conference des Nations unies sur le droit de 
la mer) and UCE (unite de compte europeene)23, which have not been able to compete with 
their English equivalents UNICEF, UNCLOS, or UNLOSC (United Nations Conference on 
the Law of the Sea) and ECU (European Currency Unit). This acronym, ECU, is even more 
meaningful if one considers that its use is closely linked with Community matters where there 
is still a greater number of French acronyms (especially of international organizations) that 
follow an autochtonous model. According to a count of the Multilingual Glossary of 
Abbreviations compiled by the Council of European Communities, the proportion of 
acronyms of French origin used in ,French is 88070 vs. 12070 of English origin. The ratio is 
reversed of English origin. The ratio is reversed for English, where 73% of the acronyms in 
use are of English origin and 27% of French 24• 
The tendency towards a growing displacment of French forms in favour of the English is 
well demonstrated in our language by SEATO (South East Treaty Organization), which is the 
acronym that has prevailed against its French counterpart OTASE (Organisation du traite de 
defense collective pour l'Asie du Sud-Est) 25; to this we should add the Spanish OTSEA 
(Organizaci6n del Tratado del Sureste de Asia), attested in the standard dictionaries (Martinez 
de Sousa 1978 y 1980; Alvar y Mir6 1983) and completely out of use today. 
When translating from one language to another we should bear in mind that there is not 
always an equivalent acronym, especially in dealing with common nouns. Thus the English 
phrases direct universal suffrage (DUS) and maximum residue limits (MRL) have their cor-
responding acronyms in French (suffrage universal direct, SUO; limites maximales de residus, 
LMR) but not in German, Italian, Dutch, Danish or Spanish. Likewise in English, where 
acronyms are deeply rooted, there is not an acronym for man-work unit, contrary to what hap-
pens in French (unite de travail humain, UTH), Italian (unita lavorativa-uomo, UW), German 
(Vollarbeitskraft, AK), Dutch (volwaardige arbeidskracht, VAK), or Danish (mandsarbejd-
senhed, MAE). 
None of these acronyms derives from phrases frequently used, but frequency is not a 
decisive factor, as shown in the German expression lntensivslation, for which there is no known 
acronym, at least in the spoken language, quite the reverse of what happens in English (inten-
sive care unit, ICU) or in Spanish (unidad de vigilancia intensiva, UVI). 
Frequency is decisive if it is tied to economy of expression, and this is made evident, for 
instance, if we look at the term VAT. Whereas this acronym and its foreign counterparts (cf. 
supra) are used in the speech of many languages, German MWSt is technically an 'abbrevia-
tion', i. e. it is not pronounced; otherwise its phonetic shape would be very similar to the full 
form Mehrwertsteuer. It is uesed in the written language, in particular in very specialized con-
texts (tables bills, etc.), where the most economic expression is preferred for reasons of space. 
In German it is equally significant that Fernsehen ('television') has no initials, which in itself 
does not seem to be very strange in a short coloquial term, but there is an acronym for its 
classical synonym Television, which adopts the quasi international abbreviation TV, widely 
used in journalistic circles to replace the four syllables of the original term. 
Examples such as these allow us to get a slight idea of the difficulties that await the 
translator when dealing with acronyms and abbreviations of another language. Given the 
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uneven frequency and conditions of use of many of them, he would be ill-advised to translate 
them in certain cases. 
We are faced with a more difficult problem when the target language lacks not only an 
acronym or abbreviation but also the concept. Thus Russian KPD (Koeffitsjient Poljesnovo 
Djeistvija) has "efficiency" as its equivalent in English, but this fails to render the real (and 
literal) meaning 'coefficient of useful action'. For dealing with abbreviations the translator 
requires, then, a full understanding of the text and access to large reference works, among them 
multilingual dictionaries 26. 
Concluding remarks 
Generally the translation of foreign acronyms is not very difficult in comparison with the dif-
ficulties found in the translation of other types of lexicon. The underlying phrases or syntagms 
on which acronyms are based on the whole constitute a scientific and/or specialized ter-
minology characterized by a high degree of isomorphism which owes its existence to the 
denotative nature of the lexemes integrated in them. This fact facilitates a literal and exact 
translation ('ca/que'); moreover, that is necessary in a field where the same conceptualizations 
are needed. 
The difficulties found in translating acronyms lie not so much in their content, in obtain-
ing a monosemantic value for their constitutive lexerries, as in deciding in ,each case whether 
an acronym is translated or not and which form it would have. The translation and borrowing 
of acronyms is conditioned by various different factors which intermingle in their effects and 
cause variation. 
Essential in deciding which is to be used is the meaning of the acronym, as it is expressed 
in its source phrase, as well as its form . If the acronym is highly technical th,e speaker or writer 
tends passively to adopt the acronym in its original foreign form . Foreign terms may raise 
strong reactions from purists when they are incorporated into ordinary or literary language, 
but not if they are technical. In the latter case they are welcome or tolerated in so far as they 
contribute to a univocity that is very much needed in scientific communication. 
In the contrary, when the foreign phrase to be abbreviated contains a very common and 
general vocabulary, including the technical terms that share these features, native speakers 
resort to the calque, prompted by the need to give the designatum the maximum semantic 
transparency. This principle finds a perfect application in 'abbreviations'. 
At the formal level the creator of such designations tries to provide them with an easy 
articulation, the best example being so called 'acronyms', and often the calque or the borrow-
ing sticks to this principle. 
The imprecision of these two criteria, semantic and formal (morphophonological), and 
the multiplicity of acronyms, with which users are not always familiar, lead to the choice of 
different methods. 
In particular, the journalistic field, where acronyms flourish, favours such a diversity. 
The condition of designation or 'denomination' - rather than of 'name' or appelative -
on which many acronyms are based, inclines the writer or speaker to choos,e a single signifier. 
As so often happens with synonyms, acronym variants, once the double us,: is established, are 
sometimes distributed in correlation with pragmatic and sociolinguistic parametres like user 
(speaker or writer) and addressee, medium, style, type of journal, etc. A thorough study of 
this type of variation has not been attempted here, though I hope to publish the results of my 
findings in a separate paper. 
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The most noteworthy variations in the conditions of use of acronyms should be pointed 
out in journalistic stylebooks (and even kept up to date by means of interim memoranda) as 
well as in dictionaries of acronyms (whether general or specialized, bilingual or multilingual) 
so that the writer, journalist, or the translator can find in them any help necessary to dispel 
doubts and avoid mistakes. 
However contradictory it may sound, these lexicographic works would have the additional 
effect of contributing to the standardization of acronyms, a need felt most acutely within the 
field of technology. In the 'global village' in which we live, the scientist more than anyone else 
needs single signifiers for his conceptualizations, and in this context one cannot but praise all 
attempts to layout rules that put an end to the multiplicity of forms. However, it must be 
stressed that where they exist, variants of a certain frequency should be tolerated and conse-
quently registered, for were it not so the reader or writer would often be left helpless. 
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6. Cf. also English CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) and German KPdSU 
(Kommunistische Partei der Sozialistischen Union). 
7. Bohemia, 22 - 12-1978, p. 19. 
8. El Pais, 30- 3-1988, p. 7. 
9. For the typology of acronyms, see Toconita (1965), AIgeo (1975: 227 ff.), Rodriguez Con-
zalez (1980: 12ff.; 1984) and Cannon (1989: 105 ff.) . 
10. Cf. for example DNA (Julio R. Villanueva, "La nueva revoluci6n bioI6gica", El Pais, 
26-2- 1984, p. 12) vs. ADN (Ricardo M. de Rituerto, "Las huellas geneticas", El Pais, 
22 - 11 - 1987, Domingo/19). 
11. The word has been attested in a Spanish seller's brochure (I owe this information to Prof. 
Alberto Forcadas of the Univ. of Alberta. Apart from being longer, it unfortunately 
echoed the paronym omitologia ('ornithology'). 
12. Sal Comun, nO 14 ("El enterao"). 
13. El Pais, 4-5 - 1983, p. 23. 
14. Cf. for example El Norte de Castilla (Valladolid), 23 - 1 - 1988, p. 37; La Nueva Espana 
(Oviedo), 23 - 1-1988, p. 19; Informaci6n (Alicante), 25 - 4-1985, p. 2. 
15 . Cf. En pie de Paz, No. 0 (February 1986), p. 6. Recently I heard this form being used 
by former minister Fernando Moran in a television debate, 1 -1 - 1988, 10.30 p. m. 
16. Revita Espanola de Electr6nica, october, 1987. 
17. El Pais Semanal, 2 - 11 - 1986 ("Tecnologia"). 
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18. El Pars Semanal, 14- 6-1987, p. 104. 
19. Cf. for example Luis Carlavilla Delgado, Ciencias Naturales 1, BUp, Zaragoza, Luis 
Vives, 1975; y Marta Rodriguez Incierte et al., Ciencias Naturales 1, BUP, Madrid, srn, 
1987. 
20. Cf. for example J. M. Macarulla y F. M. Goni, Bioquimica humana.· curso btisico, 
Barcelona, Reverte, 1985; y J. M. Gonzalez de Buitrago, Con ceptos, tecnicas y problemas 
de bioquimiica btisica, Madrid, Alhambra, 1979. Notable exceptions are the periodicals 
Mundo Cientifiico (a translation of the French La Recherche) and lnvestigacion y Ciencia 
(a translation of Scientific American) which systematically use ADN. 
21. Spanish TV News, summer 1987 (in a comment to a Noble prize winner). 
22. This linguistic nationalism has affected the field of economics in particular. As recently 
as 18 of February 1987, the decision was taken to enrich French economic and financial 
vocabulary by drawing up "an alphabetic index of replaced terms" (i. e., English expres-
sions), cf. Philippe Gavi, "Marcatique, marketing, marchetique .. : ', Le Nouvel Obser-
vateur, 117 -4-1987. 
23 . Horst Schuhmacher, "Gebrauchliche Abkiirzungen aus dem Wirtschaftsleben (F-D)", 
Lebende Sprachen, 3 (1984), p. 22. 
24. The same tendency can be observed in other languages: for example, in German 21 % of 
the acronyms in this field are taken from French vs. 27"10 from English; in Italian the 
figures are 34"10 English and 22"10 French, and for Dutch, 44"10 English and 32"10 French. 
The remainder includes acronyms based on the initial letters of native words. This count 
is based on the first 100 acronyms listed in the source cited in which all the languages 
under consideration were represented. 
25 . Included among the acronyms most generally used in Spanish that are listed in Collins 
Spanish-English Dictionary (London & Glasgow, 1971). 
26. In some receits I have come across MST, an even more abbreviated form of the initials. 
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